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IIo one is more surprised than I to discoYer that I have 
vrritten a book that is enormously popular v/ith teenager s — a ! " 

book called 2RIC^ which is a true story- of my son's four-and-a- 
half year battle v/ith leukemia. Eric cften said during those years 
that he v/anted to vorite the true story of what v/as happening* And 
I thin>: his book wou3.d have been better than, mineo There v/as no ] 
'MB.J, though, that I could vn?ite his' story. But as I v/atched him 
fight for life v/ith every bit of strength and v/ill-aH4— iat-elligence 
that he nad, I realized that I was already^my oVm story about his 
struggle — in my head — which, of course, is v/here all v/riting 
begins, I kept no notes at the tide. I have a good memory. And 
besides, there was no v/ay I was ever going to forget v;hat I was 
watching* 

Actually I got pulled into v;riting Ericas story long before I 

v/as ready. I am a graduate of Sv/arthmore College and a fev/ v/eek-s 

after he died on .February 22, 1972, I happened to be v/riting a note 

e 

to the alumnae scretary of .ay class v/ho v/rites up the class notes for 
the college Joulletin. She had recently lost a husband to cancer. He, 
too, put up an extraordinary fighto I sent her my condolences, told 
her about Eiic,. and said, "I v/onder if you feel, as I do, that in spite 
of everything, there is somehov/ a great victory here? A victory of 
•spirit?" V/ell she passed along my letter to the Alumnae Bulletin editor 
v/ho then aslced me to v/rite a story for' the magazine about Eric. I de- 
clined* She called me long distance, talked half an hour, and said., 
"I v/ant you to reconsider because you have something here that must be 
shared." I v/ent upstairs and began. The Bulletin appeared a few months 
later with my story entitled "V/alk in the V/orld for. Me." It was immed?-' 
lately opught by Good Housekeet)inq . And that story v/as i=??5pk9»*wrtJ^5» / 



picked up for condensation by tlia Reader^ s Digest s Before I Knew 
it I v;as sitting at a lunch table v/ith my astonished agent (who^d 
had nothing to do with anything of this,) a friend of mine v/iio is 
ny present editor at Lippincott, and Lippincott's editor-in-chief* 
In a jnat-ter of hours v/e had a contract. Before this, I had written 
seven books for children picture books, some in verse, some mere-* 
ly short, humorous stories — "but ilothing longer than 48 pages* 
iiov/--^I-had to..-r)roduae„a.t_lea^st„^ en a very serious subject 

— one which many adults, even today, have a very hard time dealing 
with. She articles about Eric had generated a lot. of enthusia.sm. 
But I v/as still quite frightened' when I stopped to v;onder if there 
i2ight be a real audience out there . willing to read my book* I thought, 
it might, sell, oh maybe 10,000 copies if we were lucky. The fact 
that hard cover sales that fi.rst year v/ere closer to 50,000, that the 
paperback has sold a millionj, tvrenty-fire thousand and is now being 
reprinted, that there are 5 or 6 book club editions, and 15 editions 
in foreign countries — including Pinland and Israel — is still very 
hard for me to grasp* I only knew, at the beginning,, that I wanted 
to tell it true — as Eric wanted to tell it tirue. Exactly, like it 
v/as, nothing spared. This would not be another "Love Stoiy" with 
an easy, pretty death. Much of my book would, of necessity, ,be ugly, 
biqody, hard to take. Perhaps excrutiatingly painful. 

.1 had faith that the beauty and strength of Eric's courage 
would come through. He looked death ri{>:ht in the eye. He gave' 
support and love to the -many others who were dying around him. Above 
all, his love fdx all of us in his family was so deep that he tried 
to prepare us and help us survive." what v/as going to happen, v;hen he 
,saw that he' lost the game. Dr. Monroe Dov/ling, Eric's doctor at 

3 

Memorial, who'd lived' through years of losing patients, told me, 



"2ric got me ready. He 1-mew I wasn't facing the fact that I was 
losing h-lm for his survival meant so much to me. But he made me 
talk a"bout it and look at it." Now this is very strong stuff. 
So you see I thought the hook might reach just a fev/ \7ho were alale 
to look. 

. She "biggest reward, of all the many, many rev/ards I've had 
fron writing ERIC is my discovery that teenagers can take it. They 

- ^^.-6- -^tr ongjei^_th_a^ Eiany gro'wrL_iy3s_^_ 1^ stronger _ 

than any of us could have guessed. They are responsive to real 
"oravery. They are able to cry — and they accept their ov/n tears, 
•■ instead of suppressing them. They read on to the very last page. 
::"hey hang in there just as Sric hung in there. Kooray, f or them! 

I am also thrilled that a good many of them have translated 
their emotion into a deeber appreciation of living from here on out, 
-.into wanting to help the*' v/orld in some important way. Some of them 
• vrrite me that they have jeven changed their life goals and decided on 
. different professions -4 nursing, medicine, teaching, working with 
children. They lock forv/ard to "being able to give blood on their 
eighteenth birthdays. They ask what else they can do? They remember 
to run, look at the slcy, love the day they have right noW o. 

I've had stacks and 'stacks of mail from people all over the 
world but three-quarters of the letters have come from teenagers. 
33S0 bridged the generation gap. A few years ago v;e were all worried 
bec-ause yoiong "people v/ere dropping out, turning av>ay from our society 
and. its ills. I'm delighted to be able to report that my mail tells 
/■ me that so many of them are looking for ways to be connected - — to get 
in to real- life. . . . ■ " 

' My debt to the TV version of iJRIC is very great — and I 4 
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neant to« 

It is v;ell-knova that fev; v/riters have any control over 
what happens to their v/ork once it passes into the haiids of T7 
or ELOvie producers • If you get to be a very big vnriter, you can 
sometines demand that you be included in the process of transla- 
tion from one medium to another. ' You go to Hollywood as a con- 
sultant or maybe you even try to write the screen version yourself. 
Soon after that you maie an appointment v^ith your doctor for some 
alarming sjinptoms^ You have ulcers, high blood pressure, or not-so- 
simple nervous~t^msTon . NevertheTess , "I had" such~^ar-^^^ 
from the , producer v/ho wanted to buy TV and movie rights to ERIC, 
assurir'g me that his deep^est desire was to bring my son's story 
to the screen in all its original honesty and beauty, that I relaxed. 
He also promised to pay my expenses to Hollyvvood, and $100 a day 
•olus further expenses , v/hile I offered my nrs services as consultant' 
to make sure that what transpired- v/as faithful, in intent and result, 
to the' original. A letter is one thing. VJhat appears in your final 
contract is usually quite different. 

Buring that v/interj[ was out of action for a month with some 
surgery of my ov/n. I called my agent once or tv/ice to ask, "\7hat's 
"hap-oening?" - He assured me the TV scriptvnrite.rs were hard at work 
and excited and doing wonderful things. He hadn*t seen anything, but 
he was sure we v/ould have something to look at shortly o As it turned 
out a large package, labeled PINAL SCRIPT, arrived on my doorstep 
in Spring. I opened it quickly, read it all — and began to shake 
with rage and horror. 5}he TV show, of ERIC opens v/ith the statement 
'••This is a true story .•J' V/e then pan in to a shot of a young man' 
running on a racky >beach somev/here along Puget Sound and it is soon- 
apparent that this young -man Eric is a soccer player for the 
TTriT irp-nQT -hv nf* Wp t ri trt on . V/e are less than two minutes into the . 



acript — and v.-'ve already told a najor lie. Eric was, in actual 



fact, the s'occer captain of the University of Comiecticut . He 
was naned iJo All Yiew Sngland All-Stars, jiven the Most Ii-iproved 
Player Award, and would surely have -ads AU-Araeriean, in the opinion 
of sport^-nrifters, if he had lived to do so. He contracted leukrenia ' 
two days before he entered college. He never played a game without 
being- full of anti-leulcemic drugs. And as he once told an audience 
of 600 nurses v:ho ' d come to attend a S:,Tnposiuin on Patient Care at 
Henoxial Hospital, "It isn't alv/ays easy to do business v/ith mj 
soccer coach and the doctors here but -we Work it out. If they want 
to hit ne with a hard drug Tuesday, I say can you hold off till Thurs- 
day — I've got a game V/ednesday." Sometimes the doctors had to say, 



'It c.an't v/ait," and then he played anyway^ as. best he could. 

V.Tien he became very all, busloads of blood donors came from the 

university — a seven hour roujid trip — to give for Eric, vrner he 

J college's 
died, he V;as ^varded the IMxarsrsxi^ highest Honor, the m^dal given 

= of- CcJUM?.; ri'cuf' 

for Distinguished Service to the University^ All of these honors, 

truly v/on, were casually wiped out with one stroke of a v;riter's pen 

putting Eric over 5,000 miles away from the scene of his real action.' 

V.Tiy? If ti«»^!:lie th^ had to, then v;hy not eSSrw'^Puget Sound v/as 

Long Island Sound? Fictitious geography is easier to swallow. — and 

often a practical necessity — than fictitious story. 

There were. other indignities and falsehoods. The hospital 

looked like a Holiday Inn. One person died, but everybody else looked 

robust DXii in the pink of health, liy hucband v/as turned from y/riter 

into truck driver for a liiraber yard — a fact vmich amused him very 

• - Socceir \\A TV,e fllw. 
Huch. Eric played his greatest game about tv^o days before. he died 

ab8,olute bunk. Holljo/ood holcum. Brie was hospitalized for 6 v/eeks 

before he died, lost 50 pounds, and had trouble getting out of bed, ' 
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_ ..nen I .^ni^he. .oa.in, t.e script I callea agent and saia 

- ---e to give the .oney baol: and step the she. He told .e ' 
they.d al.ead.. , started shooting skttle. the .oney a.d do 

something good with It," he said. 

I «»• '^o.a bought thB script fc. 

-M-ll cx- Jane 2-hour W special, found out how I fel. about the ^ 
^'r°^. ti^ey were naturally very conceded. They arranged for a 
private screening for .y husband and myself. -.,e went to .ew york. 
- Hemember,that we-ye only ^ the .cript before. „ow w. were loo.in. 
at t.e actual filaed version on a TY screen. 

■■T- ' -P-ience-^r^,,as s^O^. ^^^ 

-aercurrent ^ of ' resentment at the inaccuracies. -^ .ut I also began 
to realise that this was a different story. I feel absolutely sure ' 
^ tnat it would have been nuch better, stronger, if the scriptw;iters 

that by the end of the film the boy-s struggle to live, and his final 

defeat:, were both deeply felt. I ^inSc this was dost important. Hy 

husband and I both wept at the end \- but not for Eric, really. It 

was more as if we-d seen something ihich moved us somewhat, .nd which 

reminded us faintly of our son's story. - 

I did mal:e a very ' strong complaint about several things' I " 

wanted EriCs university to b. mentioned' by name. 1 w...ted credit 

6-en to_ the, more than 500 blood donors who made that long trip into' ' 

New Yorv to support a fellow student. Ihere was not. one single sack 

Of olood shovna in the film! yet Brie was give/ an extra year of life 

froB all those transfusions. There "aT-P c,t-m /^oo-^i • 

^ xnere are stxll /people m great need of 

blood and r was prepared to fight-.for some truth in presenting this 
part of the sto-^y. Hallmark was very gracious and cooperative. They 

persuaded Br. Joseph Burchenal, one of Er'lc>, ' . ' ' 

, une oi Lric s doctors and one of the 
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world's leading autriorities on leviemia, to do a kilned postcript 

to the shov/. Pie set the record and the 'facts straight. I v;as very 

glad ah out that. 

'The zollov;ing v;eek, right after the TV showing \of SPvIC, the 

Dell :)a*Derbac!k: edition of the book appeared on the IJew York Times 

oesi: seller list. Soon it v/as on many other best selier lists around 

the comtry. There vras no doubt that the TV draraa had been enormously 

helpful in selling the paperback — and selling it, fqr the first 

time in great quantities, to teenagers. There are not many kids, 

after all, who ce:n shell out $7 •95 for a hard cover — but now the 

storT~o'f "YKIC vras within th.eir~pTxe^-xange^i — And they'd been -d^i-indtelsr- 
tuTmed on to want t£ 'know more about Eric from watching the shovr, 

I should' stop here to point 'out that SY, by itself, can not sell 

a book. My publisher, Dell, did a marvelous job of blan.keting the 

country v/ith ERIC, 'The cover v/as beautiful, Then, once the kids 

started reading it, ERIC caught on, Shey began passing it around. ■ 5 

But it's this "wantiag to 1-aiow more",v/hich TV triggered, which 
is important for all of us — writers and educators — ■ to remember „ 

A further interesting question is why did the kids respond in sucl 
great mombers to ERIC?- Many of the letters I've gotten from teenagers 
reveal great emotion — and very little knov/ledge of spelling or 
grammar. It's obvious that a lot of them don't read mucho -•^d- a lot 
of them don't like their English courses,' Some of them come- right out 
and say, "I never read a v/hole book before — " or "I don't like to 
read but this time I couldn't stop," A few of the more perceptive and 
better written letters told me that they thought the book was a lot 
better than the TV shov/. But many , of the kids'^didn't see much dif- 
ference. They loved them both, /fhey even lumped them together, saying, 
"I cried^all the v/ay through the . show and the book •— Eric was the. 
greatest!" All of this brings us back to v/hat was it^ that reached .' . 
\ then? . ■ 8 ■ • 



In 2ric', the teenagers can identify v/ith a liero-athlete 

fighting a terrific figiit against dreadful odds» He is also 

fighting the great adolescent battle for freedom. Preedoni from 

his faaily, especially/ Hon. Jreedon to live his ov;ii life, even 

-if he is d^.-ing^ V;e all laiov/ that kids v;atch a lot- of violc^nt shov/s 

— thev haven »t much choice ^ Mere v;as a chance to v/atch a young 

guy like thensel^s, a seventeen-year-old hoy, fight the good fight 

against the oaddest giiy of all Deatho It v/as for real^ He didn^ 

v/in> But he went dov/n v/ith style and hmnor and class* They likej 

that. The v/orld is short of true heroes • Teenagers need them, we all 

-^ee^^hen* TelevisiorL^-oversi-inplif led and soraev/hat distorted — by 

cleaning uj.^ — the terrible agony of Eric's battle. Still, the 

message "soraehov/ caaie through and reahhed the kidSo / 

■ I got a nev/ message, too. This is a very pov/erful medium. 

^ Should like to fight for more honesty in v/hat is presented^ And of 

course I did succeed in getting the Dr. Burchenal postscript added to . 

the shov/. But I don/t v/ant to fight against the- v/hole medium itself • 

I v/ant to learn hov/ to use it. For the first time, I'm considering 

trying to v/rite an original story for sale to TV — if possible. And 

so the TV adaptation of ERIC has been a very educational experience for 

me — as well as the teenagers. 

We .v/ill alv/ays have non-readers in our homes and class- 

rooms^ jjii.;. ir^qic^ And many of us have been alarmed that TV might 

•greatly increase their numbers. But my new thought is ^ust the 

opposite, 'tilth TV's help^v/e may pull more of our reluctant 

readers out of apathy. At its best, TV stirs imaginations and 

emotions, v/akens curiousity. \lhen the tube ia-iiijs turns people on 

this v/ay, then it becomes the stimulus and the springboard to 

more and better reading. Tharik you* 



